The Chilean flour folic acid fortification program reduces serum homocysteine levels and masks vitamin B-12 deficiency in elderly people.
Hyperhomocysteinemia is considered a risk factor for cardiovascular disease and is prevalent in the elderly. Supplementation with folic acid, vitamin B-6 and B-12 lowers homocysteine levels. In January 2000, the Chilean government initiated a flour folic acid fortification program to decrease the occurrence of neural tube defects. The aim of this study was to evaluate the effect of this program on serum homocysteine and folate levels in elderly subjects after 6 mo. A total of 108 elderly people were studied. We measured serum folate, homocysteine and vitamin B-12 levels before the fortification started and 6 mo later. At baseline, folate deficiency (<6.8 nmol/L) was present in 1.8%, vitamin B-12 deficiency (<165 pmol/L) in 27.6% and hyperhomocysteinemia (>14 micromol/L) in 31% of the sample. Six months later, serum folate levels increased from 16.2 +/- 6.2 to 32.7 +/- 7.1 nmol/L (P < 0.001), homocysteine levels decreased from 12.95 +/- 3.7 to 11.43 +/- 3.6 micromol/L (P < 0.001) and vitamin B-12 levels were unchanged. Flour fortification with folic acid had a moderate lowering effect on homocysteine levels. Given that vitamin B-12 deficiency was more common than folate deficiency, it may be more appropriate to add vitamin B-12 to food, at least in foods for this age group.